Abstract This study explores the influences of communal values, empathy, violence avoidance self-efficacy beliefs, and classmate's fighting on violent behaviors among urban African American preadolescent boys and girls. As part of a larger intervention study, 644 low-income 5th grade students from 12 schools completed a baseline assessment that included the target constructs. Boys reported more violent behaviors, and lower levels of empathy and violence avoidance self-efficacy beliefs than girls. Path analyses revealed that, after controlling for the positive contributions of classmate's fighting, violence avoidance self-efficacy beliefs were a negative predictor of violent behavior. Communal values had a direct negative relationship with violence for boys, but not girls. Both communal values and empathy were associated with less violent behavior through positive relationships with violence avoidance self-efficacy beliefs. For girls, classmate fighting had an indirect positive association with violent behavior through its negative relationship with violence avoidance self-efficacy beliefs. Findings are discussed in terms of implications of basic and applied research on violence among African American youth.
Introduction
Low-income urban African American youth continue to be disproportionately represented among both perpetrators and victims of various forms of violence. Males are consistently found to demonstrate more violent behaviors than females, although rates for girls are rising (CDC 2004; Clubb et al. 2001; Tolan et al. 2003; Valois et al. 2002) . While comprising only 15% of the US youth population, African American youth account for over half the arrests for homicide nationwide (Snyder and Sickmund 1999) . Incidents of non-fatal assaults (physical fights, shooting at, cutting, or stabbing) also are higher among African American youth than youth of other ethnic backgrounds (Kann et al. 2000) . In addition, these young people are at serious risk for involvement in other violence-related behaviors, such as threatening people and carrying weapons (CDC 2004; Clubb et al. 2001) . Data from 2003 Youth Risk Behavior Surveillance Survey (YRBSS) indicated that roughly 40% of African American high-school students had been involved in a physical fight and 17% reported carrying a weapon. In a recent multi-site survey of minority middle school students, Clubb et al. (2001) found that 67% of African American respondents had been involved in some type of violence in the 3 months prior to the survey. Fifty percent of males and 40% of females indicated that they had threatened to beat someone up, with half the males and one third of the females actually fighting.
Importantly, 40% of those that reported fighting also carried a weapon.
The existing literature on violence suggests that several factors, but especially negative peer influences, can place youth at serious risk for violent behaviors (Dishion et al. 1995; Henry et al. 2001) . In contrast, the research literature on protective factors is fairly sparse (Herrenkohl et al. 2003; Smith et al. 2001) . Basic research on protective factors among African American youth is important since a substantial segment of these young people manage to avoid engaging in serious violent behavior, despite chronic exposure to multiple environmental risks. Insight into factors that buffer against violence involvement is also useful to those interested in offering effective violence interventions in this population.
Protective Factors Against Violence Involvement: Toward a Cultural Model
There is some evidence that individual and social factors can protect youth from involvement in violence and related behaviors. For example, intellectual, attitudinal, and social cognitive factors have been associated with lower levels of aggression and violence (Bandura 2001; Coie and Dodge 1998; Herrenkohl et al. 2003; Whaley 2003) . Further, the degree of bonding and engagement with social institutions like family, school, and church, can help buffer youth from negative peer influences, and subsequent problem behaviors, including violence (Clubb et al. 2001; Herrenkohl et al. 2003; Tolan et al. 2003) .
In addition, there has been a growing interest in the ways in which race-related and cultural factors might serve as protective and promotive influences in this population (Caldwell et al. 2004; Jagers 1996; Jagers and Mock 1993; Jagers et al. 2003; Ward 1995) . However, we agree with Caldwell et al that there continues to be a need to systematically study these sociocultural influences as psychosocial or social contextual factors related to violent behavior. Toward this end, this investigation explores the associations among the cultural theme of communalism, empathy, violence avoidance self-efficacy beliefs, and violent behavior among African American youth.
The African American experience comprises various and diverse cultural themes and influences (Boykin 1983) . Rather than assuming cultural homogeneity in this population, it seems more reasonable to expect individual differences in the degree to which African Americans are exposed to and embrace these themes (Turiel 1998) . Communalism is one of several cultural themes thought to shape the contemporary African American experience (Boykin 1983) . A communal orientation connotes placing a premium on social responsibilities and a commitment to promotive interdependence. Communalism is not unique to African Americans and like the related cultural psychology construct of collectivism, it has been attributed to, and studied among various ethnic groups (Jagers and Mock 1995) . Previous research on communalism has indicated that school-aged children positively endorse this value orientation, with no mean differences based on gender or grade level (Jagers 1996 (Jagers , 1997 Mock 1993, 1995; Jagers et al. 1997) .
A communal value orientation can be expressed in terms of relationships with family, peers, community institutions (e.g., school, church), and/or same race others (Jagers and Mock 1995; Jagers et al. 2003) . This suggests that communal values are consistent with the tenants of the Nguzo Saba (Karenga 1980) , which emphasize the primacy of family, community and racial group for African Americans. Ward (1995) has posited that communal values prescribe a morality of caring that has relevance for preventing Black-on-Black violence in urban communities. There is some evidence that a communal orientation is associated with positive outcomes among children and youth. For example, a communal orientation was found to be associated with cooperative academic attitudes, empathy (Humphries et al. 2000; Jagers 1997; Jagers and Mock 1993) , related characteristics like moral maturity (Humphries et al. 2000) and pro-social interpersonal values such as helpfulness and forgiveness (Jagers and Mock 1995) .
Empathy was of interest in this study for several reasons. Previous research has shown communal values to be positively associated with empathy, an other-oriented emotion that implies the ability to recognize emotional cues, take another's perspective, and to be emotionally responsive to another's emotional state (Sams and Truscott 2004) . Further, there has been considerable support for a negative association between empathy and aggression/ violence among children (Feshbach 1975; Kaukianen et al. 1999 ). The few studies that have looked at adolescents lend support to this pattern of findings (Sams and Truscott 2004; Kingery et al. 1996) .
In addition, recent research has suggested that perceived self-regulatory efficacy may play an important role in avoiding or limiting violent behavior (Caprara et al. 2002) . Generally speaking, perceived self-efficacy refers to domain-specific beliefs about capabilities to organize affective, cognitive, motivational and choice processes, exert control over performance, and achieve goals in particular situations (Bandura 2001) . In studies with European adolescents, violence avoidance self-efficacy beliefs have been found to impact on pro-social and antisocial behaviors (Caprara et al. 1998 (Caprara et al. , 2002 . Both a communal orientation and empathy are consistent with violence avoidance efficacy beliefs. Communal values would be supported by Am J Community Psychol (2007) 40:138-145 139 confidence in one's capacity to resolve interpersonal conflict situations without resorting to violence. Empathy would be an essential ingredient of violence avoidance efficacy since the capacity to eschew violence often requires accurate and timely recognition and response to relevant emotional cues.
As noted earlier, data consistently reflect lower rates of violent behavior among females. However, the gap in these reported data has been decreasing. In recent years, research on females and violent behavior has expanded considerably. Still, more research in this area is required (Rappaport and Thomas 2004) . Gender comparative studies of violent behavior have tended to show no significant model variance by gender, although differences in magnitude of effects have been noted (Gorman-Smith and Loeber 2005; Fleming et al. 2002) . In this current work, we are able to contribute to that growing body of literature by providing gender comparison in our analyses.
The Present Study
This study explores the relationships among communal values, empathy and violence avoidance self-efficacy beliefs and their influences on violent behaviors among urban African American fifth graders. The influence of exposure to peer violence was considered given its importance to the development of violent behavior. In this study, there was an interest in the contributions of fighting among classmates to children's violent behavior. Among preadolescents, classmates' fighting can prompt violent behavior proactively through modeling and positive social reinforcement. It also can spark reactive violence since there may be an increased need for children to defend themselves.
We employ baseline data from a culturally grounded preventive intervention program ) to provide research relevant to culture theory, research, and action. Initial research findings revealed the program reduced substance use, unsafe sex and violence for boys, but not for girls . Subsequent analyses revealed peer factors mediated intervention effects on boy's violent behaviors (Ngwe et al. 2004) .
This study was intended as a first step in understanding the psychosocial mechanisms through which a communal value orientation, the focal cultural construct of the Aban Aya Youth Project (AAYP) intervention, might impact on risk behaviors. It was assumed that the proposed relationship between a communal value orientation and violent behaviors occurs through associations with empathy and violence avoidance self-efficacy beliefs. Possible gender differences are of interest since an examination of putative protective factors might shed light on why boys tend to display more violent behaviors than girls.
It was hypothesized that the relationship between communal values and violent behavior was indirect, occurring through violence avoidance self-efficacy beliefs. Empathy was hypothesized to have a direct relationship with violent behavior, but also to have an indirect association through violence avoidance self-efficacy beliefs. No gender specific hypotheses were offered, although there was an interest in exploring possible difference in patterns and/or magnitude of associations.
Method

Participants
Participants in this study were 644 fifth grade students enrolled in 12 Midwestern elementary schools during the 1994-1995 academic years. The mean age of participants was 10.8 years at baseline. Roughly half of the sample was male (46.5%) and approximately 77% were eligible for free and reduced priced lunch programs. Less than half (47%) of the participating students lived in two-parent households.
Measures
Aban Aya Youth Project questionnaires were taken or adapted from other well-researched measures and questionnaires (Youth Risk Behavior Surveillance Survey (YRBSS), National Health Interview Survey (NHIS)). Measures were refined based on input from focus groups and pilot testing with youth and parents living in high-risk communities.
Communal Values
Consistent with the Nguzo Saba principles that informed AAYP, in this study we focused on youth ratings of the importance of four items: cooperating with others, thinking about family, learning about African American culture and history, and keeping the neighborhood clean. Each item was rated on a five point scale ranging from 1 (not important) to 5 (very important). Item-scale correlations ranged from .32 to .46. A coefficient alpha of .63 was yielded for the present sample.
Empathy
Five items derived from the Bryant (1982) empathy scale and the Davis (1983) empathic concern subscale were used to address affective and cognitive aspects of empathy. Some sample items include: ''When I see someone getting used I feel badly.'' ''I try to think before I do something that could hurt someone else.'' Items were responded to on a three-point scale ranging 0 (no)-2 (yes). Item-scale correlations ranged from .34 to .47. An alpha coefficient of .62 was generated for the present sample.
Violence Avoidance Self-efficacy Beliefs
Three items were used to assess violence avoidance efficacy beliefs. Children indicated how sure they were that they could: stay away from a fight, seek help instead of fighting, and keep from getting into a fight. Response options ranged from 1 (definitely cannot) to 5 (definitely can). Item-scale correlations ranged from .57 to .69. An alpha coefficient of .80 was generated for these items.
Number of classmates who fight was assessed using a single item that asked participants to indicate how many children in their grade had gotten into a physical fight this year. Response options ranged from 1 (none of them) to 5 (all of them).
Violent behavior was assessed using 8 questions adapted from the 1992 Youth Risk Behavior Surveillance Survey . As the YRBSS was originally developed for high school students, questions were modified to reflect the earlier stages of violence that 5th-8th grade children might engage in. Children were asked if they had ever: (a) threatened to beat up someone; (b) threatened to cut, stab or shoot someone; (c) been in a physical fight; (d) carried a gun; (e) shot at someone; (f) carried knife or razor; and (g) cut or stabbed someone. Response choices were a simple dichotomy (0 = no; 1 = yes) for the lifetime involvement questions (i.e., Have you ever ...?). Item-scale correlations ranged from .20 to .40. Cronbach's a coefficient for this sample was .58.
Data Collection Procedures
Data for this study were gathered as part of the baseline assessment in the context of a culturally grounded preventive intervention designed to reduce the risk for unsafe sex, substance use and violence . Twelve schools were randomly assigned to receive: (1) a classroom social development curriculum condition, (2) a school/ family/community condition, or (3) an attention-placebo control.
All 5th grade children were recruited to participate in the study. Prior to beginning data collection, each child's parent/guardian was informed about the study and given the option to have their child excluded from the data collection process. No children were withdrawn from the study. In addition, at the beginning of each survey administration session, the children were reminded that they had the option not to answer any question(s) that made them feel uncomfortable.
The survey questionnaire was administered to all students in their primary or ''homeroom'' classrooms by a three-member data collection team. All members were trained on survey administration procedures and at least one member had classroom management experience. The classroom teacher remained in the room, as required by Illinois law, but they did not participate in survey administration, instead remaining at their desk. One team member read aloud the survey questions to the participants, a second team member monitored entry and exiting of visitors and late arriving students, and the third member responded to individual questions children had regarding the survey. Participants were given a 5-10 min break about midway through the survey, which on average took approximately 2 h to complete.
Analytic Strategy
The t-tests were calculated to assess gender differences on mean scores for violence and predictor variables. A bivariate correlation matrix including all variables of interest was then generated to examine relationships among predictor variables and relationships between predictor variables and violence. Correlation coefficients were also calculated for males and females separately to determine whether relationships among the variables differed according to gender. Based on these analyses, path models were generated to test associations between violence and the predictor variables for boys and girls. Specifically, we tested the direct effects of communal values, empathy, and violence avoidance selfefficacy on violence, plus the effects of communal values and empathy on violence mediated through violence avoidance self-efficacy, and adjusted for the influence of classmates fighting on violence. This model also examined the association between communal values and empathy. Model fit was assessed by examining chi-square statistics, the comparative fit index (CFI), and the root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA). A non-significant chi square statistic, a chi-square to degrees of freedom ratio of less than 2 and CFI above .90 are all indicative of a good fitting model. RMSEA values of .05 or less also suggest a good model fit to the data (Tabachnick and Fidell 1996) . The R 2 indicates the variance in violent behavior accounted for by the model. The associations between variables were assessed by examining standardized path coefficients.
Results
Preliminary analyses were conducted to determine whether there were significant differences in violence or predictor Am J Community Psychol (2007) 40:138-145 141 variables based on intervention condition or gender. The only difference between conditions was that boys in the School/Community condition reported higher levels of violence than those in the Social Development Curriculum condition. Table 1 presents gender differences on violence and predictor variables. Boys reported significantly higher rates of violent behavior (M = 2.5, SD = 1.4) than girls (M = 1.7, SD = 1.3; P < .001). Boys also expressed lower rates of empathy (M = 1.41, SD = 0.48) and violence avoidance self-efficacy (M = 3.00, SD = 1.11) relative to girls (M = 1.55, SD = 0.44, P < .001; M = 3.17, SD = 0.98, P < 0.05, respectively). No gender differences were found in communal values or the number of classmates who fight. Table 2 presents bivariate correlation coefficients among predictor variables and violence. Communal values, empathy, and violence avoidance self-efficacy were significantly associated with each other. Correlation coefficients ranged from q = 0.21 (P < .01) to q = 0.23 (P < .001). Violence avoidance self-efficacy was negatively associated with the number of classmates who fight (q = -0.14, P < .01). Communal values (q = -0.14, P < .01) and violence avoidance self-efficacy (q = -0.29, P < .001) were negatively associated with violence, while number of classmates who fight was positively associated with violence (q = 0.27, P < .001). There was no association between empathy and violence.
Bivariate correlations were generated to examine whether patterns might vary as a function of gender. Table 3 presents these relationships for boys and girls separately. For the most part, similar patterns of relationships among variables were observed for boys and girls. For both boys and girls, communal values, empathy, and violence avoidance self-efficacy were significantly associated with each other. There were positive associations between the fighting of classmates and violence, while communal values and violence avoidance self-efficacy were negatively associated with violent behavior. For girls only, however, violence avoidance self-efficacy was negatively associated with the number of classmates who fight. No significant relationships between empathy and violence emerged for boys and girls. Univariate and bivariate analyses suggested the benefit of conducting separate multivariate analyses for boys and girls. Figure 1 depicts the path model constructed to determine associations between the independent variables and violence. A non-significant chi-square v 2 (2, 641) = .14, P = .93 (v 2 /df ratio = .069) and fit indices (CFI = 1.00, RSMEA = .000) indicated that the model fit the data for the combined sample and the overall model accounted for 14% of the variance in violent behavior scores. After controlling the significant contribution of classmates fighting (b = 0.22, P < .001), communal values (b = -0.08, P < 0.05) and violence avoidance self-efficacy (b = -0.24, P < .001) emerged as negative predictors of violent behavior. It was noteworthy that classmate fighting had a negative association with violence avoidance efficacy (b = -0.13, P < 0.05). However, both communal values (b = 0.17, P < .001) and empathy (b = 0.20, P < .001) were significant positive predictors of violence avoidance self-efficacy. Communal values also were a positive correlate of empathy (b = 0.21, P < .001).
Figure 2 displays path model for boys, which accounted for 15% of the variance in violence scores. The model was .00 -.14* -5. Violent behavior -.14** -.08 -.29*** .27*** -*P < .05, **P < .01, ***P < .001 .28*** .29*** -Note. Top diagonal = correlation coefficients among boys. Bottom diagonal = correlation coefficients among girls *P < .05, **P < .01, ***P < .001 not significant for boys v 2 (2, 301) = .84, P = .66 (v 2 /df ratio = .42), with fit indices (CFI = 1.00, and RMSEA = .00) indicating a good fit for the data. As in the overall model, after adjusting for the significant impact of classmate fighting (b = 0.23, P < .001), communal values (b = -0.16, P < .01) and violence avoidance self-efficacy (b = -0.23, P < .001) had direct negative associations with boy's violent behavior. Communal values was a significant predictor of violence avoidance self-efficacy (b = 0.16, P < .01) as well as empathy (b = 0.30, P < .001).
The model for girls is shown in Fig. 3 . The chi-square statistic for the model was not significant, v 2 (2, 335) = 2.17, P = .06 (v 2 /df ratio = 1.1), and the fit indices indicated acceptable model fit (CFI = 0.998, and RSMEA = .02). As in the two previous analyses, classmate fighting also was a negative predictor of girl's violent behavior (b = 0.16, P < .001). In addition, violence avoidance self-efficacy (b = -0.26, P < .001) had a direct negative association with violent behavior. Classmate fighting contributed negatively to girl's violence avoidance self-efficacy beliefs (b = -0.29, P < .001), while both communal values (b = 0.21, P < 0.0001) and empathy (b = 0.29, P < .001) were positive predictors of such beliefs. In addition, communal values was positively associated with empathy (b = 0.13, P < 0.05). The model accounted for 14% of the variance in girl's violence scores.
Discussion
This study examined several individual factors thought to protect African American youth from engaging in violent behaviors, with a particular interest in communal values. There appear to be individual factors, which can help limit violent involvement, even in the context of negative peer influences. Consistent with recent research on self-regulatory beliefs among European youth (Caprara et al. 1998 (Caprara et al. , 2002 , violence avoidance self-efficacy beliefs emerged as an important negative predictor of violent behavior for both girls and boys in this sample. The more confident these young people were that they could successfully seek help or walk away from violent situations the less violent behavior they reported. Classmate fighting impacted negatively on girl's beliefs in their ability to avoid violence, however.
In addition, communal values were negatively associated with the self-reported violent behavior of boys. The more participants valued promotive interdependence with family, community, and racial group, the less they tended to engage in such behaviors. It was curious, however, that communal values did not have a direct association with violent behaviors among girls, though boys and girls did not differ significantly on this measure. Perhaps social commitments or contracts are more important for limiting violent behavior for boys more than for girls (Gilligan and Attanucci 1988) .
Empathy also contributed to violence avoidance efficacy beliefs. This association seemed to be stronger among girls than boys. Attention to, and understanding of others emotional states apparently allows for increased confidence that one can negotiate violent situations without fighting which, in turn, reduces violent behavior. This pattern of findings is consistent with the notion of a morality of caring, especially among girls (Gilligan and Attanucci 1988 The indirect associations of communal values and empathy with violence through violence avoidance selfefficacy beliefs suggest that other-oriented sensibilities may be necessary, but not sufficient to effectively limit violent behavior. It is essential that youth also be confident in their ability to negotiate potentially violent situations. This finding has important implications for preventive interventions. It points to the potential benefit of infusing communal values into violence prevention programs aimed at urban African American boys and girls. Framing prevention efforts in terms of the importance of family, community and/or racial group can reduce violence in its own right, but its most critical function may be the priming of essential social and emotional competencies, especially self-efficacy beliefs. It may be that there are gender differences in the specific mechanisms for this, however (Gorman-Smith and Loeber 2005) . In this connection, it is important to better understand how communal values fit within contemporary African American culture. For example, racial identity, socioeconomic status, community context (urban/rural, racially homogeneous/heterogeneous), and geographic location (region of the country) might be important correlates of the expression of communalism and other cultural orientations among boys and girls.
There were important limitations to this study that need to be acknowledged. For example, this cross-sectional study used only 5th grade students. Hence, it provided no insight into whether empathy, communal values, and violence avoidance self-efficacy preceded violence, or whether violence preceded empathy, communal values, and violence self-efficacy. While we have speculated about the developmental course of cultural orientations and social-emotional competencies, longitudinal research studies would help document the trajectory and relevant socialization processes of these psychological characteristics.
The reliance on youth self-reports also was a limitation of this study. Data from multiple informants is preferred in order to improve reliability of assessments, especially for problem behaviors like violence. Teacher and peer data might be most valuable in this regard.
Finally, future research should examine possible intervention effects on communal values, empathy and violence avoidance efficacy as they relate to the development of violent behavior among girls and boys. If these protective factors cannot be cultivated to help delay the onset and/or slow the growth of violent behavior then one might question the functional significance of this line of research for violence prevention efforts. Fig. 3 Model summary with standardized estimates (Girls). R 2 (violent behavior) = .14; v 2 = 2.178, df = 2, P = .062, v 2 /df = 1.089; RMSEA = .016 (.000, .111); CFI = .998; *P < .05, **P < .01, ***P < .001
